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First Kiss 
by Margaret Bentley 
On her fifteen birthday Emily's older sister bet 
her ten dollars that she'd be kissed by a boy before 
she was sixteen. 
"I've been kissed by a boy already," Emily said, 
her pug nose lifting. 
"We don't count pecks," said Roberta, taking a 
bite of banana bread, "it's got to be a kiss full on 
the lips." 
Mother fluted the pie crust around the edge of 
the tin. "You know I don't like you girls 
gambling. " 
Emily defended herself: "It's not really gambl­
ing for me, Mother." 
Roberta hooted, blowing crumbs across the 
scratched wooden table. 
"Well, it's not," Emily insisted. "I am not going 
to be kissed by a boy - ever." 
Mother slid the chocolate birthday pie, soon to 
be decorated with fifteen candles, onto the oven 
shelf, then turned to pat Emily's narrow shoulder, 
"Not until you're married anyway, dear." 
Both girls took the bet seriously. Roberta was 
twenty-three and married. But she had ­
unknown to Mother - enjoyed an impassioned 
single life, for she had discovered early that she 
could manipulate boys. She had used a noisy laugh 
and a flippy hip to get the boys' attention. But it 
was her unflinching gaze, a taunting flirty stare, 
that had dared them to try to get more from her. 
Kisses and caresses she had given unstintingly, but 
she had parried all their thrusts until she was nine­
teen, when Mark Sonnoit, the young widower she 
worked for, had asked her to be a mother to his 
young daughter. Motherhood had changed Rober­
ta. Now she seldom had time to think about her 
youth, but when she did, it was with nostalgia. Oh 
to relive those days when she could send a boy 
from her porch with his hand on his crotch. Power. 
Emily would soon learn the power of kisses. 
Emily wanted to keep her bet. But deep inside 
her secret self she ached to have some boy break it 
- despite Mother's continual reminders that boys 
were crude and uncouth. 
Emily had known that forever. Boys were nasty. 
Every rainy day the spring when she was seven she 
saw the nasty boys pointing at her and heard their 
taunts as she took her shoes and towel out of the 
brown paper bag, sat herself down on the top-most 
dry step, wiped her hated big feet, and put on her 
anklets and the leather shoes Mother wouldn't let 
get ruined in the rain. 
And that same year, in Mrs. Aggear's class, Gor­
don, the boy sitting behind her, had lifted her long 
brown hair; "Gosh, what a dirty neck you have." 
Mother said he was just teasing, but Mother 
didn't know Gordon. Emily never spoke to him the 
rest of the term. And she still, eight years later, 
scrubbed her neck extra hard every morning. 
With her books clenched tight in one arm, Emily 
walked into the large session room. Jim leaned his 
sweatered shoulder against the blackboard: "Here 
comes the queen of the Nile." 
For a moment Emily's hope surfaced; if anyone 
was going to break her bet, let it be Jim. She smiled 
at him. "Hello, Jim." 
"You're late for roll call." 
"No, I'm not." Emily slid her slender body onto 
the seat attached to her desk. 
Moving his pencil across the sheet of the note­
book he carried, Jim leaned over and spoke against 
her hair, "You are if I mark it that you are." He 
used his come-to-my-tent-oh-my-beloved voice. 
Emily blushed. Jim laughed and walked over to the 
doorway. 
While she ate her dry peanut butter sandwich 
that noon hour, Emily told her friend Joan about 
it. 
"He'll do anything to make girls blush," said 
Joan as she packed a huge bite of apple behind her 
short, even teeth, "he'll even talk dirty." 
Emily was furious. "You tell lies about him 
because he won't talk to you," she said. 
"He's too old for me, anyway," Joan replied, 
indifferent to Emily's insult, "and too .exper­
ienced. I heard he went all the way with that cute 
cheerleader from Central." 
Emily shoved her half-eaten sandwich into the 
bag, grabbed her books, and stalked out of the 
room. It couldn't be true. It couldn't. But she 
suspected it probably was. 
Of course, Jim wasn't the only boy she'd liked 
who had failed her; he was just the latest one. 
Oliver had been Emily's beau when she was four­
teen. He was Mark Sonnoit's younger brother, and 
they had met at a family outing. 
Emily felt dainty when she was with Oliver; he 
was almost a foot taller than she was. And when he 
took her hand as they walked past the tiger cage at 
the zoo, she was sure they'd be engaged before the 
week was out. Instead he caught the flu, and she 
didn't see him for ten days. Then, on an errand for 
Mark, she stopped by his house. 
Mrs. Sonnoit was a big farmish lady, always 
pleasant and friendly. The papers Mark wanted 
were on his desk, easy to find, and Emily was 
about to leave when Oliver, hearing her voice, 
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came out of the downstairs bedroom. He had hur­
ried into some clothes, but his feet were bare. Emi­
ly felt insulted. To her, feet were one of the ugliest 
parts of the human body and should be covered. 
She took one look at Oliver's wide puffy feet, 
turned her back on him, said goodbye to Mrs. Son­
noit, and left. So much for Oliver. And so much 
for Mrs. Sonnoit, who didn't even reprove her 
son's uncouthness. 
But, in spite of her disappointments with boys, 
Emily was thrilled when the paper boy asked her to 
go on a hayride. Paul, blond and cheerful, had 
never talked to her much. But every time he saw 
her, he'd start to whistle her favorite song, I've Got 
A Pocketful of Dreams. Of course, he didn't know 
it was her favorite song. That was the mystic con­
nection between them that allowed Emily to agree 
to date an almost-stranger. Every day after she had 
accepted his invitation, Emily looked for him. 
He'd bounce on his heels as he came down the 
sidewalk, experly tossing the papers on the front 
porches. Whenever he saw Emily, he'd start whis­
tling. 
Emily, two months from sixteen, dreamed of 
breaking her bet, with Paul, on the hayride. She 
knew how his full lips would feel against hers ­
soft at first, but then firm and pushy. She zipped 
up her flared skirt; it would be hard to sit like a 
lady in the hay. She turned down her white ankle 
socks and tied the strings of her long, brown-and­
white saddle shoes. 
A car honked. 
"Next time tell Paul to come to the door to get 
you," Mother said in her crankiest voice. Her kiss 
on Emily's cheek was dry and proper. "And don't 
let him handle your body or touch your torso." 
Mother thought paper boys were common; only 
reluctantly had she permitted the date. 
The car was crowded with young people, but 
Emily knew nobody but Paul. He helped her settle 
herself on his lap. Emily clutched the front seat, ex­
cited but uncomfortable. She could feel her torso 
touching Paul's thighs, but there was no other 
place for her to sit. Her back ached by the time 
they got to the farm. 
The horses were already hitched to the hay 
wagon, and the farmer was ready to go. He was at 
least thirty-five, but, surprisingly, he had no grey 
in this thick, dark-brown hair. His face was a 
lighter brown, and he had deep ridges in his cheeks. 
The boys would jump off the wagon and walk 
alongside it at first, pulling the girls off, and 
shouting at each other. Once the farmer said "Gid­
diup" to his horse, and the horse started to trot. 
Most of the kids jumped back on, but two boys 
were left behind and had to run to catch up. The 
farmer couldn't stop laughing, even after he had 
slowed the horses so the boys could climb back on­
to the hay. Emily had never heard such a loud 
laugh. 
The moon appeared and the youngsters, in pairs, 
arranged themselves on the hay. Emily sat in the 
front corner, Paul beside her, their backs touching 
the front of the wagon right behind the driver's 
seat. Emily didn't know where to look; the moon­
light had revealed that every couple was either hug­
ging or kissing or lying down with their legs inter­
twined. She was relieved when the farmer called, 
"Time to head back to the barn for cider and 
doughnuts." He turned the horses, caught a 
glimpse of Emily and Paul, sitting sedately against 
the wagon wall. 
"You kids know each other?" he asked, nudging 
Paul's shoulder. 
"Of course we do," Paul said softly. 
"You don't act like you do." The big laugh 
burst out, then gradually died to a chuckle. The 
farmer began to sing: "Shine on, shine on harvest 
moon, up in the sky. I ain't had no lovin' since 
January, February, June, or July." The farmer 
quit singing to laugh again. Emily and Paul sat 
quietly in the corner of the wagon. 
"Say, Son, how'd you like to drive the horses?" 
The farmer's sun-toughened face turned towards 
them. 
It was a while before Paul answered. "But I've 
never done it before, Mister." Emily let her breath 
out. Paul's refusal was weak, but appropriate. 
"Nuthin' to it. These horses know the road, any­
way. Hang on to these reins and you'll have no 
trouble." The farmer slid over on the seat and 
handed the reins to Paul. "Ev'ry boy should drive 
horses at least once. Besides, now I'll have a chance 
to spark this here young lady." The burly farmer 
didn't fit in the indentation left in the hay by Paul, 
but he wiggled his backside and scooped out a spot 
so he was pressed close against Emily. She tucked 
the toes of her saddle shoes under the hay. 
"Some young-uns," said the farmer, putting his 
arm around Emily's shoulders, "well, they just 
ain't got no gumption when it comes to girls. But 
you gals like a little huggin' and squeezin', now, 
don't you?" The fingers of his broad hand covered 
Emily's upper arm and pulled her hard against his 
side. "You never mind," his breath warmed Emi­
ly's ear, "a pretty girl like you needs some atten­
tion, and if that boy won't give it to you, I will." 
Then he told her about how he'd cut the hay and 
thrown it, with a pitchfork, up on the wagon; how 
the horses were friendly and old, too old to run 
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very far; how the moon coming up over that far· 
thest hill (he turned Emily's head with his big hand) 
was about the most beautiful sight a person would 
ever get to see. 
Emily inspected her ankle sock and pushed a 
fold of her skirt under her thigh. 
"Here now, can't you say a word or two to 
me?" The farmer took Emily's chin in his hand, 
but she quickly jerked away. 
"I guess I did the wrong thing. Thought I could 
give you some fun tonight. Sorry, little lady." The 
farmer started to get up. 
From the wagon seat behind them came a jaunty 
"Giddiup." Paul flicked the reins and the two old 
horses started to trot. Paul began to whistle, I've 
Got a Pocketful of Dreams. 
Emily pushed against the farmer's chest and he 
sat down. 
"Well, well, now. You don't want ole Glenn to 
leave yet?" His eyes became slits when he smiled. 
"If I wasn't married, you're just the kind of little 
girlie I'd be lookin' out for. What's the matter with 
the young·uns nowadays?" 
This time Emily let his hand turn her chin his 
way. She watched his nose come closer until she 
felt cross·eyed. Then she shut her eyes. She knew 
from the protective way he held her that it would 
be all right. His lips didn't feel soft or firm or 
pushy. They felt like a peck on the cheek, only it 
was full on her lips. 
All the way home, sitting on Paul's lap, she wor­
ried about the money. A quarter from Mrs. Garrett 
each Saturday night for babysitting wouldn't add 
up very fast. Maybe she could babysit another 
night; she'd offer to do it for fifteen cents if it was 
a church night. And Mrs. Garrett had remarked 
about her dirty kitchen cupboards. Emily knew 
how to climb on a chair and put her head in a cup­
board to get the corners as clean as could be. 
They let her out in front of her house. 
"Good·night everybody. Thank you for a plea­
sant evening, Paul." 
"Do you want me to walk you to your door?" 
"No. I'll be all right." She walked down the nar­
row cement path. Paul began to whistle, I've Got a 
Pocketful of Dreams. 
She opened the front door. "Oh, shut up!" she 
said under her breath. And, putting her big foot 
flat against the oak panel, she pushed the door shut 
behind her. 
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